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Ultrastructure of the tongue and histochemical features
of the lingual salivary glands in buzzards
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Abstract: The macroscopic characteristics of the tongues of 8 long-legged buzzards are described and scanning electron microscopy was
used to examine the epithelial tissue of the tongue’s surface. Crossman’s modified triple staining method and hematoxylin and eosin dye
were used to determine the locations and general histological features of the lingual salivary glands. The nature of the glandular secretions
was examined by staining with PAS, AB pH 1.0, AB pH 2.5, and PAS-AB pH 1.0 and pH 2.5, and diastase enzyme digestion. PAS staining
and weak, moderate, and strong methylation procedures as well as sialidase and hyaluronidase applications were performed. We report
the finding of focal accumulations of the anterior lingual salivary glands at the tongue’s base with numerous duct openings in this area.
This finding, in conjunction with the absence of taste papillae in the tongue epithelium, suggests that the role of the tongue in buzzards
is to mix food with saliva and to move the food bolus rapidly to the back of the oral cavity. The acidic secretions of the lingual salivary
glands not only have antimicrobial effects but also facilitate the swallowing process and may influence the digestive process in the distal
parts of the alimentary tract.
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1. Introduction
The tongue has many functions including ingestion,
partial digestion, saliva secretion, and taste. In birds,
the morphological features of the tongue such as shape,
epithelization, and degree of keratinization of the
epithelium are related to the type of diet and environmental
conditions (1,2). Epithelial characteristics are associated
with diet, and keratinization is associated with habitat,
diet, and postingestion food processing (3,4).
Extensions like the finger of the connective tissue
attach the propria to the epithelium (2,5,6).
It has been reported that taste buds in poultry are
not localized to specific papillae on the tongue, but may
sometimes be found in the deep epithelial layer. These
taste buds are attached to the surface of the tongue by long
channels (7). Dehkordi et al. (8) reported that there are no
taste buds in the epithelium covering the dorsal aspect of
the tongue in zebra finches, but they have been reported in
the epithelial layer of the body and base of the tongue in
red-legged partridges (9).
The basic function of salivary glands is to produce
saliva, which wets the ingested food, forming a smooth
bolus. In addition, the saliva forms a barrier on the
mucosal surface, protecting the tongue against pathogenic
* Correspondence: bolatdurmus@yahoo.com

bacteria (10). Although there are numerous salivary glands
in grain-fed birds, wild poultry have poorly developed
salivary glands and salivary glands may even be absent in
fish-eating species (11). Nevertheless, it has been reported
that salivary glands, which are closely associated with the
taste buds in the lingual epithelium, may play a role in
taste sensations (12).
Salivary glands are a good model for understanding
the relationship between glandular structures and cellular
secretions. It has been reported that histochemical
differences between the salivary glands in different species
are determined by the structure-function characteristics of
the digestive system rather than diet (13).
Despite a significant body of literature on the salivary
glands of poultry fed in different ways (12–19), the
number of studies conducted in wild poultry is limited
(12,18,20,21).
The present study aimed to determine the effects
of morphological features of the tongue and lingual
epithelium and the characteristics of oral cavity salivary
glands via macroscopic, microscopic, and scanning
electron microscopy (SEM) examination of the tongue,
as well as histochemical examination of lingual salivary
glands, in long-legged buzzards.
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2. Materials and methods
The tongues of eight client-owned long-legged buzzards,
euthanized at the faculty clinic following unsuccessful
treatment, were collected. All procedures were performed
according to the requirements of the Kırıkkale University
Animal Experiments Local Ethical Committee (Permit
Number: 11/2011). Tongues were removed just after death
and fixed with 10% formaldehyde solution for examination
under light microscopy.
Photographs (Nikon Coolpix P7100) were taken
to determine the macroscopic characteristics of the
tongues. The photographs were displayed in ImageJ and
the pixel values of the photographs were converted into
actual measurements (mm). Statistical analysis of the
measurements was performed using descriptive statistics
found in GraphPad Prism 6.0. The results are presented as
mean ± standard deviation (SD) in the text.
The tongues were fixed with 0.5% glutaraldehyde
solution in 1% sodium acetate buffer containing 3% HgCl2
for SEM examination and were dried using a Polaron
Critical Point Drier. Carbon and gold coating was achieved
with Polaron Sputter Coater, and then the samples were
examined under a JSM5600 30-kV scanning electron
microscope and were photographed.
In order to determine microscopic characteristics and
histochemical features of the tongue and lingual salivary
glands, 100 serial longitudinal sections at 5–7 µm thickness
were obtained from the tongues of eight buzzards, and
groups of consecutive sections were selected by random
sampling for staining.
Crossman’s modified triple staining method and
hematoxylin and eosin dyes were used to determine the
localization and general histological features of the lingual
salivary glands. PAS (395B, Sigma-Aldrich, St. Louis, MO,
USA) was used to expose histochemical features; AB pH
1.0 (22) and AB pH 2.5 (23) were used to determine acidic
mucins; PAS-AB pH 1.0 (23), diastase (from Aspergillus
oryzae) (09962, Sigma-Aldrich), -PAS (24), hyaluronidase
(from bovine testes) (H3506, Sigma-Aldrich) and -AB
pH 2.5 (23) were used to discriminate acid from neutral
mucins; weak, moderate, and strong methylations (25)
were used to discriminate sulfomucin from sialomucin;
and sialidase (from Clostridium perfringens) (N2876,
Sigma-Aldrich) and -AB pH 2.5 (23) were used to
determine whether sulfomucins were sensitive or resistant
to sialidase.
The preparations were examined and photographed
using an Olympus SC100 camera system connected to the
CX21 Olympus binocular microscope and the cellSens
Entry computer imaging system. Sections taken from rat
colon and bronchi were used as the controls for AB and
hyaluronidase procedures.
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3. Results
The length of tongue from the tip of apex to the caudal
margin of corpus was 18.75 ± 1.28 mm (mean ± SD, n
= 8) (Figure 1). The coefficient of variation (CV) was
6.82%. All tongues were long and narrow, with an oval tip.
They extended throughout the oral cavity with the width
preserved along the length (Figure 1, A). Conical papillae
were present in a single line and in the shape of a V with
the wide side towards the caudal aspect (Figure 1, CP).
There were at least 8 conical papillae on each side of the
tongue, and the more lateral of these were longer (more
than 1 mm in length) than those positioned more medially.
There were frequent salivary gland channel openings on
the upper surface of the radix and on the posterior half
of the corpus (Figure 1, white arrows). A wide lingual
sulcus was observed in the radix in the middle of the
dorsal tongue surface (Figure 1, S). No laryngeal mons or
laryngeal prominence was observed except for the lingual
prominence (prominentia lingualis) in the region of the
radix on the corpus.
SEM examination demonstrated a squamous epithelial
layer with indistinct cell margins covering the upper
surface of the tongue (Figures 2A and 2B). Parallel salivary
gland secretory channels coursed beneath the upper
surface of the tongue (Figures 2C and 2D, arrows) before
opening onto the surface.
Where the ends of the channels opened onto
the epithelium there were remarkably voluminous
protuberances (Figure 2C, star). The largest openings, up
to 190 µm, were located in the radix (Figures 2D and 2E,
arrows), and the openings in the radix were narrower and
usually had no protuberance, although they were more
plentiful than in the corpus (Figure 2D).
Histological examination of the tongue revealed
salivary glands to be simple tubuloalveolar glands,
surrounded by a connective tissue capsule (Figure 3, CC)
in the submucosa. They occurred in a small cluster in the
corpus (Figure 3, ASG) but a large group was present close

Figure 1. Macroscopic view of tongue. Apex (A), conical papillae
(CP), openings of lingual salivary gland ducts (white arrows),
grove (S).
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Figure 2. SEM appearance of buzzard tongue. SEM examination demonstrated a squamous epithelial layer with indistinct
cell margins covering the upper surface of the tongue (A and B). Parallel salivary gland secretory channels coursed
beneath the upper surface of the tongue (C and D, arrows) before opening onto the surface.

to the upper lingual surface in the radix linguae (Figure 3,
PSG). The glands in the caudal group were underpinned by
skeletal muscle fibers (Figure 3, M). The openings (Figure
3, O) of salivary gland ducts on the upper surface of the
tongue (Figure 3, C), as well as duct enlargements (Figure
3, DE), were visualized.
Throughout the tongue the stratified keratinized
epithelium on the ventral surface was thinner than that

on the upper surface. The epithelium covering the dorsal
surface of the tongue (Figure 3, DEp) was thickest at the
apex (400 µm) and the corpus (250 µm), thinning to
about 100 µm in the posterior aspect of the corpus and
in the radix. The thickness of epithelium on the ventral
surface of the tongue was 55 µm (Figure 3, VEp). While
the keratinization on the dorsal surface was 11 µm, it
was 15 µm on the ventral surface of the tongue. The
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Figure 3. Reconstructed histological appearance of buzzard tongue using the virtual slice tool of Stereo Investigator under 2.5× objective
(Crossman’s modified triple staining, bar: 1 mm). Connective tissue capsule (CC), anterior lingual salivary glands (ASG), posterior
lingual salivary glands (PSG), skeletal muscle fibers (M), openings of the salivary gland ducts (O), ducts of salivary glands (C), duct
enlargements (DE), dorsal lingual epithelium (Dep), conical papilla (CP), microscopic papilla (MP), entoglossal bone (EB).

degree of keratinization on the ventral surface was 20%
of epithelium thickness but it was highly variable on the
dorsal surface of the tongue although always less than the
ventral surface. The thickness of the epithelium covering
transverse conical papillae (Figure 3, CP) was not different
from those in the posterior aspect of the corpus and radix,
and the degree of keratinization was also similar in these
regions. It was observed that connective tissue extended
into the epithelial tissue on the dorsal surface in the form
of microscopic papillae (Figure 3, MP). These were small,
short papillae (less than 100 µm) in the corpus and radix,
but they were longer in the apex due to increased epithelial
thickness. The entoglossal bone (os entoglossum) (Figure
3, EB) extended as cartilage through the entire corpus and
there were longitudinal skeletal muscles beneath the bone.
No taste papillae or taste buds were found in the lingual
epithelium.
Histochemical examination of lingual salivary
glands revealed strong positive PAS staining (Figure
4A). Remarkable color loss was observed in the sections
stained with PAS following diastase enzyme application,
which converts glandular tissue glycogen into sugar such
as maltose (Figure 4B).
The carbohydrate content of lingual salivary glands
showed strong positive reactions with AB pH 1.0 and AB
pH 2.5 and stained brilliant blue (Figures 4C and 4D). The
brilliant blue color persisted with PAS staining after AB
pH 1.0 and AB pH 2.5 treatment (Figures 4E and 4F), but
completely disappeared in the sections stained with AB pH
2.5 when exposed to hyaluronidase enzyme. When salivary
glands with AB pH 2.5 staining were treated with weak or
moderate methylation procedures there was no color loss
(Figures 4G and 4H), whereas color loss occurred in AB
pH 2.5 sections exposed to strong methylation (Figure
4I). Absence of color loss with AB pH 2.5 after exposing
the sections to sialidase enzyme digestion was observed
(Figure 4J).
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4. Discussion
The rounded oval tip of the tongue apex in long-legged
buzzards does not reflect the shape of the lower beak,
which tapers to the tip. A large lingual sulcus on the dorsal
surface of the tongue and the transverse papillae present
in a single layer were similar to those in white-tailed
eagle (20) and goshawk (26). Although no lingual sulcus
is found in falcons, kestrels (1), and owls (27,28), conical
transverse papillae have been found in a quite wide area of
the tongue. Therefore, it is thought that the line of conical
papillae helps prevent food from returning to the anterior
region.
The coefficient of variation of measurements (not
including sex difference) was 6.82%. Therefore, no
significant difference in terms of total tongue length is
expected between females and males.
Iwasaki et al. (2) stated that extreme keratinization in
the lingual epithelium has a tooth-like function in poultry
to aid in plucking plants. The less extreme keratinization
of the tongue surface in buzzards was attributed to the fact
that, in this species, food does not stay long in the mouth
and is swallowed without manipulation.
The localization and number of lingual salivary glands,
forming two groups as anterior salivary glands (glandula
salivarius anterior) in the corpus and posterior salivary
glands (glandula salivarius posterior) at the tongue base,
were consistent with literature reports (11,15,16). The
openings of secretory channels of the lingual salivary
glands in buzzards were found on the dorsal surface of
the tongue’s body where food contact is maximal, but
these openings were not present on both sides of the radix
as reported by Jackoviak and Godynicki (20) in whitetailed eagles. Protuberances/enlargements formed by the
secretory channels of the salivary glands just beneath the
surface epithelium have not previously been mentioned
in the literature (Figure 2C, star) (1,20,21,27,28). These
enlargements may represent small sacs trapping saliva
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Figure 4. Histochemical reactions of lingual salivary glands in buzzard. PAS-positive
(A), diastase-sensitive (B), AB pH 1.0 (C), AB pH 2.5 (D), AB pH 1.0-PAS (E), AB
pH 2.5-PAS (F), weak methylation-AB pH 1.0 (G), middle methylation-AB pH 2.5 (H),
strong methylation-AB pH 2.5 (I), sialidase enzyme digestion-AB pH 2.5 (J).
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in this region to facilitate more rapid coating of the food
bolus.
It has been reported that lingual salivary glands and
secretory channels are heterogeneous in quails (19). The
results of the present study with regard to the secretions
of the anterior and posterior lingual salivary glands are in
accordance with the general statements for canary, poultry,
and exotic poultry, such that the salivary glands do not
produce serous secretions but rather a secretion rich in
carbohydrates and that the composition of glandular cells
is homogeneous (14,15,29).
In the present study, macroscopic, histological, and
SEM examinations in buzzards failed to show any structure
that could represent taste papilla. Furthermore, no types
of cell were detected in the submucosa of the tongue that
could help determine the position of food on the tongue
and subsequent direction of food passage as stated by
Jackoviak et al. (3).
The strong positive reaction with PAS led us to
conclude that lingual salivary glands have high glycogen
content. Brilliant blue coloring in the sections stained
with AB pH 1.0 and AB pH 2.5 indicated that salivary
glands contain sialidase-sensitive acidic sialomucins
and/or hyaluronidase-resistant sulfomucins. Persistence
of this brilliant blue color after AB pH 1.0 staining
followed by PAS shows that the carbohydrate content of
salivary gland contains sialidase-sensitive sialomucin.
The negative results obtained with AB pH 2.5 staining
after hyaluronidase enzyme digestion indicate that the
carbohydrate content of glands comprises substantial

amounts of strongly sulfated connective tissue mucins. The
absence of color loss in weak and moderate methylation
procedures, suggests that these were sulfate-containing
carbohydrates rather than carboxyl group-containing
carbohydrates and these sulfomucins were acid-resistant.
The homogeneous staining in the anterior and posterior
lingual salivary glands and in the cells of the same gland
group suggests that the carbohydrate contents of these
structures are the same.
The absence of salivary glands in the apex of the tongue
and the intense clustering of lingual salivary glands with
numerous channel openings at the tongue base, as well
as the absence of taste papillae in the lingual epithelium
and absence of a specific structure for touch and thermal
sensations, suggest that the primary function of the tongue
in long-legged buzzards is to allow contact of the food with
saliva and to rapidly move the food bolus backwards.
The carbohydrate contents of the lingual salivary glands
in buzzards are very similar to those in the canary (14),
although these two species belong to different taxonomic
orders and feed in different ways. Acidic secretions of
lingual salivary glands facilitate the swallowing process
and also probably have an antimicrobial effect. These
secretions may also affect the digestive process in the distal
parts of the alimentary tract.
Acknowledgements:
This study was supported by the Kırıkkale University
Scientific Research Projects Coordination Center with the
project number of 2011/36, Kırıkkale, Turkey.

References
1.

Emura S, Okumura T, Chen H. Scanning electron microscopic
study of the tongue in the peregrine falcon and common
kestrel. Okajimas Folia Anatomica Japonica 2008; 85: 11-15.

2.

Iwasaki S, Asami T, Chiba A. Ultrastructural study of the
keratinization of the dorsal epithelium of the tongue of
Middendorff ’s bean goose, Anser fabalis middendorffii
(Anseres, Antidae). Anat Rec 1997; 247: 149-163.

3.

Jackowiak H, Skieresz-Szewczyk K, Godynicki S, Iwasaki
S, Meyer W. Functional morphology of the tongue in the
domestic goose (Anser anser f. domestica). Anat Rec 2011; 294:
1574-1584.

4.

Iwasaki S. Evolution of the structure and function of the
vertebrate tongue. J Anat 2002; 201: 1-13.

5.

El-Bakary NER. Surface morphology of the tongue of the
hoopoe (Upupa epops). J Am Sci 2011; 7: 394-399.

6.

Kobayashi K, Kumakura M, Yoshimura K, Inatomi M, Asami
T. Fine structure of the tongue and lingual papillae of the
penguin. Arch Histol Cytol 1998; 61: 37-46.

7.

Ganchrow JR, Ganchrow D. Taste bud development in chickens
(Gallus gallus domesticus). Anat Rec 1987; 218: 88-93.

166

8.

Dehkordi RAF, Parchami A, Bahadoran S. Light and scanning
electron microscopic study of the tongue in the zebra finch
Carduelis carduelis (Aves: Passeriformes: Fringillidae). Slov Vet
Res 2010; 47: 139-144.

9.

Erdoğan S, Sağsöz H, Akbalik ME. Anatomical and histological
structure of the tongue and histochemical characteristics
of the lingual salivary glands in the Chukar partridge
(Alectorischukar, Gray 1830). Brit Poultry Sci 2012; 53: 307315.

10.

Garguilo AM, Lovrik S, Ceccarelli P, Pedini V. Histological
and histochemical studies on the chicken lingual glands. Brit
Poultry Sci 1991; 32: 693-702.

11.

Gelis S. Chapter 14: Evaluating and treating the gastrointestinal
system. In: Harrison GJ, Lightfoot TL, editors. Clinical Avian
Medicine, Vol 1. USA: Palm Beach, FL, USA: Spix Publications;
2009. pp. 412-413.

12.

Al-Mansour MI, Jarrar BM. Structure and secretions of the
lingual salivary glands of the white-cheeked bulbul, Pycnonotus
leucogenys (Pycnontidae). Saudi J Biol Sci 2004; 11: 119-126.

BOZKURT et al. / Turk J Vet Anim Sci
13.

Samar ME, Avila RE, Esteban FJ, Olmedo L, Dettin L, Massone
A, Pedrosa JA, Peinado MA. Histochemical and ultrastructural
study of the chicken salivary palatine glands. Acta Histochem
2002; 104: 199-207.

14.

Basak F, Atalgin SH, Bozkurt EU. Tongue and lingual salivary
glands of the canary: SEM and histochemical study. Folia
Morphol 2017; 76: 348-354.

15.

Hodges RD. The Histology of the Fowl. 1st ed. London, UK:
Academic Press; 1974.

16.

McLelland J. Apparatus digestorius. In: Baumel JJ, editor.
Handbook of Avian Anatomy: Nomina Anatomica Avium. 2nd
ed. Cambridge, MA, USA: Nuttall Ornithological Club; 1993.
pp. 301-321.

17.

Crole MR, Soley JT. Surface morphology of the emu (Dromaius
novaehollandiae) tongue. Anat Histol Embryol 2010; 39: 355365.

18.

Taib TN, Jarrar BM. Histochemical characterization of
the lingual salivary glands of the Eurasian collared dove,
Streptopelia decaocta. Pak J Biol Sci 2001; 4: 1425-1428.

19.

Liman N, Bayram G, Kocak M. Histological and histochemical
studies on the lingual, preglottal and laryngeal salivary glands
of the Japanese quail (Coturnix coturnix japonica) at the posthatching period. Anat Histol Embryol 2001; 30: 367-373.

20.

Jackoviak H, Godynicki S. Light and scanning electron
microscopic study of the tongue in the white tailed eagle
(Haliaeetus albicilla, Accipitridae, Aves). Ann Anat 2005; 187:
251-259.

21.

Samar ME, Avila RE, De Fabro SP, Centurion C. Structural
and cytochemical study of salivary glands in the Magellanic
penguin, Spheniscus magellanicus and the Kelp gull, Larus
dominicanus. Mar Ornithol 1995; 23: 153-157.

22.

Lev R, Spicer SS. Specific staining of sulphate groups with
alcian blue at low pH. J Histochem Cytochem 1964; 12: 309.

23.

Spicer SS, Horn RG, Leppi TJ. Histochemistry of connective
tissue mucopolysaccharides. In: Wagner BM, Smith DE,
editors. The Connective Tissue. Baltimore, MD, USA: William
and Wilkin Co.; 1967. pp. 251-303.

24.

McManus JGA, Mowry RW. Staining Methods: Histological
and Histochemical. New York, NY, USA: Paul B. Hoeber Inc.;
1960. pp. 124-151.

25.

Spicer SS. Correlative study of the histochemical properties
of rodent acid mucopolysaccharides. J Histochem Cytochem
1960; 8: 18-35.

26.

Emura S, Okumura T, Chen H. SEM studies on the connective
tissue cores of the lingual papillae of the Northern goshawk
(Accipiter gentilis). Acta Anat Nippon 2008; 83: 77-80.

27.

Emura S, Okumura T, Chen H. Scanning electron microscopic
study of the tongue in the Oriental Scops owl (Otus scops).
Okajimas Folia Anatomica Japonica 2009; 86: 1-6.

28.

Emura S, Chen H. Scanning electron microscopic study of the
tongue in the owl (Strix uralensis). Anat Histol Embryol 2008;
37: 475-478.

29.

O’Malley B. Section three: Birds. In: O’Malley B, editor.
Clinical Anatomy and Physiology of Exotic Species. 2nd ed.
Philadelphia, PA, USA: WB Saunders Company; 2006. pp. 95161.

167

